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Business Development in Downtown Kearney 
By David R. DiMartino 
In 1982, the Center for Applied 
Urban Research presented the City 
of Kearney with an analysis of. the 
changing business mix, location 
decisions of owner-operators, and 
shoppers' patterns and perceptions 
in its central business district. 
The analysis was one step in the 
City of Kearney's ongoing efforts 
to sustain and improve its central 
business district. 
Introduction 
THE CITY OF KEARNEY is located in central Nebraska along the Inter-
state 80-Platte River Valley development 
corridor, the center of a cluster of small 
cities, all within a 45 mile radius. Kearney 
and its neighboring communities are 
market centers providing services to their 
resident populations and to the surround-
ing farm population. Because of their 
proximity to one another and their 
orientation to the surrounding popula-
tion, the several cities have overlapping 
market areas and vie for some of the same 
customers. See Maps, page 7. 
The city of Kearney's commitment to 
its market area and to the economic 
health of its central business district 
was evidenced in 1970 with the creation 
of Kearney's Downtown Improvement 
District. Established under then-recent 
Nebraska legislation, Kearney's was the 
first Business Improvement District (BID) 
created in Nebraska and was immediately 
challenged in the courts. In 1971, the 
court ruled that the city had the authority 
to establish the BID, and it began its 
work. Among its actions have been the 
removal of downtown parking meters and 
widening of downtown streets (1972-73), 
adoption of a uniform sign ordinance for 
the district (1979), construction of 
off-street parking lots (1979), and 
development of a district-wide logo 
(1981). 
CAUR conducted its study of Kearney's 
BID and presented its findings to the 
Downtown Improvement Board in 
February, 1982. Subsequently, the board 
contracted with an architectural-planning 
firm to conduct a series of workshops 
aimed at consolidating the support of the 
public and business community for 
further downtown revitalization (1983). 
Following those activities, the Down-
town Improvement Board recommended, 
and the City Council adopted, an 
ordinance to initiate a $2.2 million 
Kearney Centre Improvement Project 
(1983). A combination of funds from the 
city, Urban Development Action Grant 
(UDAG), Community Development 
Block Grant (CDBG) funds, and a special 
assessment of downtown merchants were 
used to refurbish sidewalks, curbs, 
gutters, brick streets, and storm sewers, 
and to install lighting and landscaping. 
The major construction took place over 
18.5 square blocks, including 68 block 
faces. In addition, the city created a 
$375,000 low interest revolving loan fund 
to assist downtown businesses in renovat-
ing store fronts and interior space. As of 
January, 1985 over 34 businesses imple-
mented renovations and improvements, 
representing an additional $800,000 
investment in the BID. The official 
project extended over eight months from 
groundbreaking in April, 1984 to grand 
opening in November of 1984.1 
The Economic Setting 
Kearney has a strong economy and 
that economy has expanded over the 
recent past. It is competitive with its 
neighbors, and its commercial hase has 
grown faster than the state as a whole. 
Table 1 displays several indicators of 
the relative economic strength of Buffalo 
County (Kearney) and the counties of 
neighboring communities.2 The indi-
cators of economic health in Table 1 
incorporate 14 different measures includ-
ing labor force participation, poverty , 
retail sales, and housing values, and 
describe the relative overall health of the 
local economies. The retail intensity 
ratio is a measure of the relative drawing 
power of a market over its trade area. 
Likewise, the distributive nodality 
measure incorporates 71 variables to 
describe the influence exercised by a 
market center over its trade area. The 
values derived for Kearney and its neigh-
bors tend to cluster on the high side of 
each scale. Thus, each is among the 
relatively healthier economies of 
Nebraska. 
Table 2 displays several indicators of 
retail activity in Kearney, Buffalo County, 
and Nebraska as a whole over the 1972 to 
1982 decade. 3 The number of establish-
ments, GAF establishments4 and retail 
employees, and volume of sales have each 
grown over the period. The growth in th e 
number of establishments was not sub-
stantial, but compared favorably to the 
net decline in establishements state-wide. 
Sales volume expanded beyond that of 
2 
TAB LE 1 
ECONOMIC IND ICATORS FOR CENT RAL NEBRASKA COMMUN IT IES 
Rank via 
Indicator Retail 
City County of Economic Intens ity Distributive 
Populat ion Population Health Ratio Nodal ity 
County City (1980 ) (1980) (1977) (1972) (1974) 
Adams Hastings 23,045 30 ,656 11th (very good) 1.20 st rong 
Buffalo Kearney 21,1 58 34,797 17th (good) 1.18 moderately strong 
Dawson Lex ington 7 ,040 22,162 17th (good ) 1.1 0 weak 
Hall Grand Island 33,180 47 ,690 22nd (good) 1.41 strong 
Phelps Holdrege 5 ,624 9,769 15th (very good) 1.14 moderately strong 
- - - (Range 93 to 1) (Range . 14 to 1 .4 1 J (Range weak to strong) 
Source: Economic Atlas of Nebraska, Richard E. Lonsdale, ed., University of Nebraska Press , 1977. 
the state as a whole, and the number of 
retail employees increased at a rate 
su bstantially greater than the state's. 
That growth has occurred primarily in the 
city of Kearney rather than elsewh ere in 
the county , as indicated by changes in the 
number of establishments. 
Clearly, the Kearney economy can be 
described as stable to growing. Whether 
that stability is the cause or product of 
the downtown revitalization efforts, or 
some combina tion , is difficult to say . 
The CAUR Study 
The goals of the CAUR study were 
to assess the development trends that 
had occurred within downtown Kearney 
during the recent past, to analyze the 
attitudes of businessmen and patrons 
toward the downtown area and its 
development, and to examine future 
directions for development of the district. 
PHASE I - THE CHANGING 
BUSINESS MIX 
Phase I of the Kearney study was 
designed to determine the changes in 
business activity that had occurred within 
the BID during the decade of the 1970's. 
By analyzing changes in business activity 
over the decade, the relative strength of 
the downtown economy and patterns of 
business activity could be determined. 
Records of taxes paid by building 
occupants in the BID were analyzed in 
order to trace changes in business activity. 
The tax records y ielded data on numbers 
and types of businesses present for every 
second year (biennium) from 1971 
through 1981. The data were then 
analyzed by biennium, by business 
function and category of activity, and by 
subareas within the BID . 
TABLE 2 
SE LECTED RETAI L CHARACTERISTICS, 1972-19821 
City of Kearnev2 Buffalo County Nebraska 
Number of establishments3 
1972 291 431 16,918 
1977 274 383 15,249 
1982 294 4 13 16,402 
%change: 1972-77 -5.8 -11. 1 -9.9 
1977-82 +7.3 +7.8 +7.6 
19i2:a2 + 1.0 - 4.2 - 3.1 
Number of GAF establishments4 
(with payro lls) 
1972 50 66 2,399 
1977 50 67 2,626 
1982 60 54 2,001 
%change: 1972-77 0.0 +1 .5 +9.5 
1977-82 +20.0 - 19.4 -23.8 
i9i2:a2 +20.0 - 18.2 - 16.6 
Sales (in $1 ,000)5 
1972 64,1 12 76,860 3,19 4,586 
1977 111 ,557 126,066 4,963.422 
1982 168,910 185,108 6,774,893 
%change: 1972-77 +74.0 +64.0 +55.4 
1977-82 +51.4 +46.8 +36.5 
;-g:a:a2 + 163.5 +140.8 +1 12. 1 
Number of employees 
1972 1,839 2 ,192 86 ,787 
1977 2,229 2,572 103,136 
1982 2,896 3,172 105,492 
%change: 1972-77 +21.2 + 17.3 +18.8 
1977-82 +29.9 +23.3 +2.3 
197·2:82 +57.5 +44.7 +21.6 
1The 1982 figures were unavai lable at the t ime of the Kearney st udy; release was November, 
1984. 
2Data no t ava ilable separately for the Kearney Centra l Business District. 
3severa l changes have occurred in t he method of compil ing data for the Census of Retai l 
Trade. Most important of these is the separate enumeration of space leased from depart-
ment stores, resulting in the inflat ion of 1982 figures as compared to 1977. 
4GAF inc ludes three categor ies of establishments: .Qeneral merchandise group stores, 
6PParel and accessory stores, and f.urnit ure, home furnish ings, and equipment stores. 
5Data are not adjusted for the 1972 to 1982 inflation rate of 130.3 percent. 
Source: Census of Retail Trade for 1972, 1977, and 1982, U.S. Department of Commerce. 
! 
Changes In Business Activity 
Enterprises increased in the BID by 10 
per-cent (22 businesses) during the 
1971-81 decade. That gain in overall 
building occupancy indicated modest 
growth in the economic base of the 
downtown area and may relate to the 
ongoing downtown improvement efforts. 
The total number of enterprises 
fluctuated during the period, particularly 
during the first half of the decade. (See 
Table 3.) The initial biennium yielded 
a gain in business activity (8 percent). 
However, a proportional loss (7 percent) 
followed during the 1973-75 post-oil 
shock recessionary period. Thereafter, 
activity stabilized with modest gains 
of 2 to · 4 percent characterizing each 
biennium. 
Some enterprises were in operation 
throughout the study period; others 
opened and/or closed during the period. 
In 1981, 234 businesses were present in 
downtown Kearney . Approximately 54 
percent of these had been in operation 
since at least 1971 and represent the core 
of stability in the BID. Alternatively, 
of the 3 80 businesses in operation at 
some time during the decade 127 (or 33 
percent) operated throughout the period, 
85 (or 22 percent) were in operation at 
the beginning but closed during the 
period, 107 (or 28 percent) opened 
during the period and remained open, 
and 61 (or 16 percent) opened and later 
closed during the period. Thus, 168 
openings and 146 closings took place 
from 1971 through 1981 for a net gain 
of 22 businesses during the period. 
Business Mix 
The total number of business openings 
and closings also varied by business 
function during the pe riod. For example, 
openings decreased but closings increased 
during the post-oil shock recessionary 
1973-75 biennium, and retail functions 
demonstrated a far greater total and 
biennial change in activity throughout 
t he pe riod . 
Re tail activity demonstrated the great-
est net gain in activity during the decade, 
increasing by 15 percen t ( 18 businesses). 
Finance activity demonstrated a modest 
gain (9 percent or two enterprises) during 
the decade. Service activity experi-
enced an even smaller gain (3 percent 
or two enterprises) over the period. 
Examination of retail expansion by 
type of re tailing demonstrated th at 
specific types of retailing were responsi-
ble for the net gain in this type of activi ty 
TAB LE 3 
NUMBER OF BUI LDING OCCUPANTS, 
BY CAT EGORY OF ACTI V ITY . BY Y EA R 
Numerical Percent 
Change Change 
1971 1973 1975 1977 1979 1981 1971 -1981 1971 -1981 
Retail 119 128 1 17 125 129 137 +18 +15% 
Finance 22 23 22 20 18 24 +2 +9% 
Service 71 77 73 74 77 73 +2 +3% 
- - - -
-
- - - -
Total 212 228 212 219 224 234 +22 + 1 0"/o 
Percent 
Change per 
Biennium +8% - 7% +3% +2% +4% 
TABLE 4 
CHANG E IN NUMBER AND PERCENT OF BUI LD ING OCCUPANTS. 
BY FUNCTION OVER DECADE 
Business Function 1971 
Retail 
Retai l food and pharmacy 13 
Clothing and accessories 20 
Home furnishings 8 
Leisure and hobby goods 3 
Home, home improvement , and repairs 16 
Au to sa les and service 23 
Enterta inment, incl uding food and dr ink 16 
Gifts and luxury items 13 
Depart ment st ores 7 
Total 11 9 
Finance 
Banks and loan agencies 7 
Rea l estate, insurance, and securi t ies 15 
Total 
Serv ice 
Personal (barbers, etc.) 
Profess ional (medical, law, etc.) 
Educational and religious 
Public offices and social se rvices 
Business-related sales and serv ice 
To tal 
Grand Total 
22 
32 
19 
2 
6 
12 
71 
212 
1981 
10 
25 
12 
15 
17 
17 
22 
14 
5 
137 
11 
13 
24 
30 
17 
3 
7 
16 
73 
234 
Numerical 
Change 
1971-1981 
- 3 
+5 
+4 
+12 
+1 
. 6 
+6 
+1 
-2 
+18 
+4 
-2 
+2 
- 2 
-2 
+1 
+1 
+4 
+2 
+22 
Percent 
Change 
1971 -1981 
- 23% 
+25% 
+50% 
+400% 
+6% 
-26% 
+38% 
+8% 
- 29% 
+15% 
+57% 
- 13% 
+9% 
- 6% 
- 11 % 
+50% 
- 17% 
+33% 
+3% 
+ 1 0"/o 
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over the decade. (See Ta ble 4 .) While 
departme nt stores, automobile related 
bu sinesses, and food and pharmacy out-
lets decreased in number, other retail 
functions more than balanced those 
losses. The leisure/hobby type of retail 
business showed the most marked 
numeric (1 2) and percentage (400 per-
cent) increase during th e decade. Other 
gains were made among home furnishings 
(50 percent or four enterprises), enter-
tainment (38 percent or six outlets), and 
cl othing (25 percent or five businesses) . 
and professional service functions but 
slight gains in other service activity , 
p articularly business related service out-
Iers. 
Analysis of changes in service activity 
demonstrated a net loss in personal 
For fin ancial activity, net gains were 
made among banks and loan agencies, 
but losses occurred among real estate , 
insurance, and securit ies businesses. 
The retail , finance, and service cate-
gories of business ac tivity were also 
examined as percentages of total activity. 
That compu rat ion demonstrated minimal 
change, and the refore stability, during 
the decade. (See Table 5.) Reta il ac tivity 
as a proportion of all activity increased 
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TABLE 5 
PERCENT OF BUILDING OCCUPANTS, 
BY CATEGORY OF ACTIVITY, BY YEAR 
Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent Change in Percent 
1971 1973 1975 1977 1979 1981 1971-1981 
Retail 56 56 55 57 58 59 +2 
Finance 10 10 10 9 8 10 -
Service 33 34 34 34 34 31 . 2 
- -- - -- -- --
Total 99* 100 99* 100 100 100 
*Some totals do not equal 100% due to rounding. 
slightly (from 56 to 59 percent) and 
consistently (except for the post-1973 
recession). Finance activity demonstrated 
the same proportion of total activity at 
the end of the decade as it had initially 
but only by rebounding after a late 
decline. Service activity as a proportion 
of all activity exhibited the greatest 
stability, except for a sudden loss at the 
end of the time period. 
Business Mix by Subarea 
The business mix within the BID was 
also viewed by subareas within the 
district. Four subareas were created 
(northeast, northwest, southeast, and 
southwest), and an additional subarea was 
delimited along the main street, Central 
Avenue. 
The Central Avenue area experienced 
the greatest numerical gain in enterprises-
13 (or 14.7 percent)-during the decade. 
However, the greatest percentage gain 
was located in the northest sector of the 
BID with a 23 percent gain in enterprises. 
Only the northwest subarea failed to 
record an overall gain during the decade. 
These and other changes indicate a shift 
in the BID center of gravity. 
Categories of activity were also dif-
ferentiated by subareas of the BID 
and demonstrated the importance of 
various activites to each subarea. For 
example, the differences in service activity 
as a proportion of all activity among 
subareas demonstrated that service activity 
was proportionally greater in the south-
east subarea ( 40 percent of all activity) 
and therefore more important to the 
overall economic vitality of that subarea 
than service activity in the southwest 
subarea (with only 13 percent of all 
occupants in service outlets). 
PHASE II - LOCATION DECISIONS 
OF OWNER-OPERATORS 
Phase II of the Kearney study was 
designed to determine the attitudes and 
motivations of two categories of business 
owner-operators; new entrants to the BID 
(arrivals), and those relocating away from 
the BID (leavers). This phase of the 
study was accomplished through semi-
structured personal interviews with a 
sample of owner-operators from each 
of the two type of businesses. 
Arrivals 
Owner-operators who opened busi-
nesses in downtown Kearney selected 
their downtown locations purposely over 
others, viewed the downtown area 
positively, and were not overly concerned 
with any particular problem. They 
recognized that improvements could 
always be made but suggested that 
improvements were needed in amenities 
rather than to overcome any substantial 
problems. 
Business arrivals cited several considera-
tions as important in deciding to move to 
downtown Kearney. Over half spoke of 
space constraints (the unavailability or 
inadequacy of potential sites both down-
town and elsewhere) as a limiting factor 
to opening their businesses. Nearly half 
cited a downtown (or Central Avenue) 
location as most desirable or vety impor-
tant to the location decision-"the" place 
to locate in Kearney. Other considera-
tions were the relative price of the 
facilities, the accessibility of sites to 
consumers, and the age and character of 
buildings. The only related consideration 
of significance was the desirability of 
consumer traffic generated by other 
businesses. 
A majority of the new enterprises 
cited readily available parking and ease of 
customer access as important to the 
current success of downtown. High 
consumer traffic level , attributed both to 
tourists and cltlzens of neigh boring 
communities, was also cited as a factor 
in downtown prosperity. 
Recent arrivals also expressed their 
concerns regarding downtown Kearney. 
Nearly half stated that they had no major 
concerns or problems with the down-
town area. Of those who did express 
concerns, the greatest number cited litter 
and/or safety of their business sites. 
These factors were often related to a 
location near an entertainment establish-
ment or night spot. The second most 
frequently named concern was with the 
unavailability of long-term (greater than 
two-hour) parking for customers and/or 
employees near their businesses. 
Finally, arrivals were asked what 
improvements were needed in downtown 
Kearney. Little consensus emerged. Sug-
gested improvements included enhancing 
the cleanliness and appearance of down-
town, initiating a "permit" system for 
long-term parking, planting shrubs and 
trees, installing public rest rooms, and 
attracting more young children down-
town. 
Leavers 
Most business owner-operators who 
relocated away from downtown Kearney 
were attracted to their current business 
locations rather than repelled from their 
former downtown sites. In fact, over one-
quarter of the leavers said they had not 
actively searched for an alternative 
location , and another 20 percent actually 
preferred some aspect of their downtown 
locations. Other leavers did cite alternate 
location preferences, with a notable 
inclination toward Second Avenue sites, 
though available sites were recognized 
as generally scarce. 
One-third of leavers attributed the 
selection of their current business sites 
to a chance occurrence or opportunity, 
in particular the opportunity to buy 
land and/or build at their current sites. 
Two-thirds of the leavers cited the 
importance of consumer access, exposure, 
and traffic to their site selections, and a 
third considered the proximity of other 
businesses, facilities, and/or sites as very 
important, particularly the presence of 
support services (such as financial institu-
tions, suppliers, or business clients). 
When asked specifically why they 
moved out of downtown Kearney, over 
one-third of the leavers said they had 
no specific voluntary reasons for leaving 
their downtown sites. Instead, either 
another site attracted them, or their 
relocation was non-voluntary (due to 
building sale or termination of lease). 
Others did name several considerations 
influencing their relocations, including 
parking ~vailability, building condition/ 
appearances, need for more interior 
space, and increased costs. 
;) 
Leavers were also asked what down-
town improvement might have kept them 
from relocating away from downtown. 
Approximately half said that nothing 
could have prevented their relocation 
because the attraction of other sites 
rather than downtown problems had 
prompted their moves. One-quarter did 
say that they "might" have remained at a 
downtown site if suitable floor space had 
been available. 
Finally, leavers were asked what . 
improvements were needed in downtown. 
Little consensus was expressed. However, 
suggestions included the establishment of 
variable parking time zones, conversion 
of Central A venue to one-way traffic, 
improvement of building facades, expand-
ing the range of available goods, attract-
ing a wider group of business owners 
and adding public restrooms, landscaping, 
and access for the handicapped. 
Arrivals and Leavers Compared 
Arrivals and leavers from the Down-
town Improvement District were, in 
many ways, similar in their attitudes 
and concerns. Both were less concerned 
with the complementarity of neighboring 
businesses than they were about visibility 
and high levels of consumer traffic , and 
both expressed concern with issues 
such as parking and amenities in the 
downtown area and the need to improve 
those conditions, though to varying 
degrees. 
By contrast, arrivals and leavers 
differed most in the deliberateness of 
their locational decisions and in their 
perceptions of locational constraints. 
Arrivals as a group were more adamant 
about their need to locate within their 
chosen downtown locations, devoted 
more effort in actively searching for 
their downtown locations, and felt fewer 
sites were available to them, thus limiting 
their locational choices. Leavers, by 
contrast, were more flexible in their 
selections of new sites; expended far less 
effort in selecting new sites, many citing 
chance as the reason for their moves; 
and felt availability was a less limiting 
constraint to their relocation decisions. 
An additional difference was that leavers 
expressed somewhat more concern with 
the structural condition of downtown, 
while arrivals expressed more concern 
with the appearance and atmosphere of 
the downtown area. 
PHASE III - USES AND ATTITUDES 
MARKET AREA POPULATION 
Phase III of the Kearney study was 
designed to determine the degree of 
patronage of downtown Kearney's enter-
prises, alternate shopping locations of 
patrons, and patrons' opinions of the 
direction of downtown growth and 
development. Those findings were com-
pared to changes in actual business mix 
to determine whether the direction of 
actual development paralleled that 
desired by patrons. 
Data were gathered through a struc-
tured telephone survey of 406 people 
living within a 30-mile radius of down-
town Kearney-an area determined to 
be its primary market area. Survey 
respondents were selected from com-
munities throughout Buffalo and Kearney 
Counties, and from Funk, Overton, 
Kenesaw, and Prosser. See Map 1. In 
addition, Kearney State College students 
living in dormitories were surveyed. 
Patronage 
An overwhelming proportion of people 
surveyed (94 percent) frequented down-
town Kearney, and three-quarters (76 
percent) considered Kearney their pri-
mary service center. Only those living 
outside and east of Kearney identified 
less with the downtown area-48 percent 
considering it their primary service center 
and 81 percent using its enterprises. Of 
those few who never used downtown 
Kearney, the majority were attracted to 
locations east of Kearney. Patronage did 
not vary significantly by demographic 
characteristics such as sex or income. 
Among patrons of downtown Kearney, 
nearly all came there to shop at some 
time (99 percent), but most (94 percent) 
shopped elsewhere as well. A far larger 
proportion of respondents shopped at 
alternate locations east of Kearney (78 
percent) than west of Kearney (12 
percent) or elsewhere in Kearney itself 
(10 percent). The most frequented 
alternat ive locations, in rank order, 
included Grand Island, elsewhere in 
Kearney, Lincoln, Hastings, and Omaha. 
These data demonstrate a clear attrac-
tion of downtown Kearney within its 
market area. Also clear is the location of 
downtown Kearney's prime commercial 
compeuuon-to the east, particularly 
from Grand Island, but also from the 
other large urban centers of eastern 
Nebraska. 
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Goods and Services Acquired 
Downtown Kearney was frequented 
by respondents for a variety of purposes, 
including shopping, entertainment, and 
personal professional and financial 
services. Among all respondents, the 
most frequently cited purposes offered 
for patronizing downtown were to shop 
(99 percent) and for entertainment 
(91 percent) . (See Table 6.) The "regular" 
use of downtown was greatest for shop-
ping and least for professional services. 
Downtown patronage varied by 
residential location of respondents. A 
majority of respondents from all loca-
tions used downtown to shop, though 
those located east of Kearney used down-
town somewhat less for that purpose 
than did others. Downtown was used 
for entertainment more by Kearney 
residents, particularly Kearney State 
students, than by others. Kearney resi-
dents also used downtown for financial 
and personal services much more than 
did other respondents. However, the 
lesser-used professional services were 
actually used most by respondents 
residing west of Kearney. 
Respondents who shopped in down-
town Kearney were asked about the types 
of goods and services they purchased. 
A majority of respondents reported that 
they shopped in downtown Kearney for 
each of the goods and services listed, 
except children's clothing. The items 
shopped for most were gifts and luxury 
items (85 percent) and women's clothing 
(76 percent). Patronizing of restaurants 
(71 percent) and entertainment establish-
ments (69 percent) were also high. 
Respondents from different locations did 
not vary greatly in the types of goods 
they purchased. Only Kearney State 
students were somewhat distinctive in 
their patronage of downtown Kearney. 
Attitudes 
Patrons' attitudes toward and concern 
with downtown Kearney varied. Kearney 
residents were relatively more critical 
than were pa trons from other parts of the 
market area. Some downtown charac-
teristics that were viewed most improved 
were also cited as most in need of 
improvement-such was the case with 
parking. 
When asked what had most improved 
about downtown Kearney over the 
previous several years, respondents cited 
improvements that were about evenly 
divided among four broad categories of 
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characteristics-specific stores and 
services (21 percent), physical conditions/ 
amenities (18 percent), vehicular condi-
tions (17 percent), and retail character-
istics (16 percent). However, one-quarter 
of the respondents (26 percent) said that 
the downtown was unchanged. Parking 
and building condition were the two 
individual items cited most frequently as 
improved. 
Alternatively, respondents also cited 
the characteristics of downtown Kearney 
that most needed improvement. Vehicular 
conditions, particularly parking and 
traffic control, was the most frequently 
cited category (39 percent), followed 
by retail characteristics (20 percent), 
specific stores and services (19 percent), 
and physical conditions/amenities (14 
percent). Mall-like conditions were also 
desired by a relatively large number of 
respondents. 
When given the opportunity to com-
ment further about downtown Kearney, 
statements were predominantly positive 
(83 percent) and described the downtown 
as a "nice" or " pleasant" place to shop. 
Policy Implications 
Downtown Kearney experienced a net 
growth in retail activity during the 
economically turbulent 1970's. As an 
indicator of that increased actiVIty, 
many merchants were attracted to the 
downtown area to open and operate their 
businesses. An overwhelming number of 
Kearney residents and the outlying 
population of Kearney's market area use 
d owntown shopping facilities regularly. 
Thus, the current conditions and future 
economic prospects for retailing in the 
downtown area are very promising. 
Focusing only on the apparent 
successes and growth of the downtown 
area would be inappropriate and short-
sighted, however. The value of the data 
gathered is in discovering the short-
comings, problems, needs, and concerns 
associated with the downtown area and 
in improving conditions and ameliorating 
problems for downtown merchants and 
patrons alike. 
Foremost among the concerns of any 
retail district is competition from other 
areas that attract potential customers 
away from the district. In the case of 
downtown Kearney, two major areas 
are competitors: the local north side 
district around Second Avenue and 39th 
Street, now including a mall, and the 
more distant Grand Island Mall. In 
addition, the growth o f additional ribbon 
development (shopping strips) is likely 
TABLE 6 
FREQUENCY OF DOWNTOWN USAGE, BY PURPOSE OF USE AND SUBAREAS 
-AS A PERCENT-
Percent 
Percent Percent Percent Regularly* Percent Percent 
Daily Weekly Monthly (D+W+M) Occasionally Never 
All Respondents 
Shopping 4 55 22 81 18 1 
Entertainment 2 25 20 48 43 10 
Personal services 1 13 29 43 23 35 
Professional services - 2 14 15 48 37 
Financial serv ices 4 32 15 50 11 39 
Shopping N=379 
A ll respondents 4 55 22 81 18 1 
Dormitory students 4 59 25 88 12 -
Kearney 6 58 20 84 14 2 
East of Kearney 1 37 29 67 32 1 
West of Kearney - 63 19 82 18 -
Entertainment N=379 
All respondents 2 25 20 48 43 10 
Dormitory students 6 38 35 79 18 2 
Kearney 2 30 19 51 41 8 
East of Kearney 1 10 18 29 48 24 
West of Kearney - 20 16 36 59 5 
Personal Services N=380 
A ll respondents 1 13 29 43 23 35 
Dormitory students - 8 37 45 25 31 
Kearney 1 18 37 55 23 23 
East of Kearney 1 4 14 19 20 61 
West of Kearney 2 15 21 37 24 39 
Professional Services N=380 
All respondents - 2 14 16 48 37 
Durmilory students - 2 12 14 27 59 
Kearney - 3 15 18 44 38 
East of Kearney - - 5 5 61 34 
West of Kearney - 2 21 23 58 19 
Financial Services N=380 
All respondents 4 32 15 50 11 39 
Dormitory students 2 18 18 39 12 49 
Kearney 7 53 17 77 11 12 
East of Kearney - 8 1 9 10 81 
West of Kearney - 8 21 29 13 58 
*"Regularly" is a combination of daily. week ly. and monthly. 
to continue both within the city of 
Kearney and elsewhere in the region. 
In view of those considerations, the 
Downtown Improvement District and the 
downtown community as a whole were 
advised to pursue several courses of 
action simultaneously. These actions 
would serve to enhance the attraction 
of downtown Kearney and lessen the 
leakage of buying power to other 
locations. 
First, downtown Kearney was advised 
to bolster those retail activities cited by 
patrons as missing from the district or in 
need of improvement. Most frequently 
cited as missing were clothing, restaurant, 
and entertainment outlets as well as the 
names of specific department stores. 
Second, since leakage (though not severe) 
was primarily to the cast, downtown 
merchants were advised to pursue a 
cooperative marketing effort aimed at 
increasing the buying public's awareness 
of downtown Kearney, particularly in 
both large and small communities east of 
Kearney. The downtown community was 
advised to foster a sense of place or 
mystique around downtown Kearney. An 
example subsequently implemented was 
the creation of a symbol or logo for 
downtown Kearney under sponsorship of 
the downtown improvement board. 
The third area of improvement advised 
for consideration by the downtown 
community was the realm of amenities, 
those characteristics that lend comfort 
and convenience to a place. Although 
financing may be limited, the presence 
of amenities nevertheless fosters multiple 
purpose and multiple person shopping 
trips and thereby enhances sales. Those 
include rest facilities (especially for the 
aged), walk-throughs between individual 
stores and/or sidewalk canopies to shield 
shoppers from extremes of weather, and 
visual amenities such as green spaces and 
other focal points. Several of these 
have been implemented. 
Finally, and most costly, structural 
improvements were advised. These 
included both the improvement of 
buildings and the improvement of pedes-
trian and vehicular flow and parking. 
Building improvement would include new 
facades, restoration , and the expansion 
of total floor space, particularly increased 
second-story usage. The downtown 
improvement board was advised to 
review traffic t1ow and the distribution of 
parking zones with an eye toward refine-
ment. Although the recommendations 
focused on the retail base of downtown 
Kearney, eff were encouraged to 
retain and attr ct non-retail activities to 
the district as well. 
Postscript 
Since CAUR conducted its study, 
Kearney has proceeded with its Centre 
Improvement Project. At the same time, 
a new shopping mall was constructed on 
Kearney's north side. The mall, developed 
by Dial Enterprises of Omaha during 
1984, includes two anchor stores (Wal 
Mart and G.R. Herberger's) and 208,85 3 
square feet of gross leasable area (57 
outlets). The mall will undoubtedly 
constitu te a retail competitor for the 
Downtown Improvement District , and 
those changed circumstances will bear 
watching and further analysis. 
Nevertheless, downtown Kearney 
appears to be in a relatively good develop-
mental position for a district of its size. 
The CAUR study advised the BID board 
to guard against complacency and strive 
for continuous improvement so that 
downtown could adequately compete 
with other retail centers in the future. Its 
subsequent action has demonstrated the 
board's determination to do so. 
1 Derived from personal communications 
and "Kearney Centre Breaks Ground" by 
Cra ig Steensland in Nebraska Municipal R eview 
(June. 1984). 
2 Adapted from the Economic At/as of 
Nebraska, Richard E. Lonsdale, editor, Uni· 
versity Press: Lincoln (1977). 
3Derived from the Census Retail Trade for 
1972. 1977. and 1982. 
4GAF establishments include General 
merchandise group stores, Apparel and 
accessory stores. and Furniture, home furnish· 
ings, and equipment stores. 
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